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13:16 

CD: Don, just to start out can you say your name and spell it, so when 
the people who are typing up the transcriptions for this get your name 
spelled right. Just say your name and spell it for the microphone. 


13:33 
DL: It’s uh Don Lester Sr. D-O-N L-E-S-T-E-R senior. 


13:44 
CREW INTERRUPTION 


14:25 
CD: Now could you introduce yourself and tell us where you come 
from originally? 


14:30 

DL: I come from a small town uh Flatwoods of Kentucky. Uh I was 
born 1922, May the 28", and uh I joined the Navy on that same day in 
1940. I went to Great Lakes, Illinois for my boot training, and I left 
there with the USS Oklahoma in September of 1940. I had a little 
experience on this - being a recruit in the Navy. I worked with an old 
fellow who’s been in the Navy for years. Uh I was scheduled for the 
USS Chicago, it’s a heavy cruiser. I was working for him out of 
maintenance with a crew of 10 men. I must have been doing a good 
job because he’d k-uh, I’d tell him I was uh I was leaving on a draft, 
and he would tell me, “You don’t want that ship. It was no good,” you 
know. He said, “I’ll get you scratched on it,” and I said, “Okay.” A few 
days later I had the orders for the USS Louisville, another cruiser. I 
had to go tell him and same story. So I began to get the feeling if I’m 
every going to get out of here I have to take one of these ships, so the 
next one come up was the USS Oklahoma. And I went to tell him, I 
told him I was on draft to the USS Oklahoma. “Oh,” he said, “you 
wouldn’t be happy on there. That’s a big ship, uh too big.” He said, 
“T’ll get you scratched on that,” I says, “Now wait a minute,” I says, 
“how big is this ship?” And he said, “It’s as big as can be. (16:51) 
Well I’m going to tell you the ship leaves Long Beach going to Hawaii, 
and he said that ship’s so big that the guys on the (folks?) will change 


into whites two days before the guys on the fan tail. I says, “It’s a big 
ship, I’m on it.” So I went to Bremerton, Washington, with that in my 
mind, and I dropped my seat bag, and I said, “It’s big, but not that 
big,” so I knew he was pulling my leg. (17:19) But I enjoyed the ship, 
right up to the day we was sunk at Pearl Harbor. 


17:30 
CD: What was your rank, and what was your job- 


DL: I was a Seaman First Class, and I was a Deck Force. We-we took 
care of all of the boats on the port side of the ship, we called ‘em the 
boat deck, we’d take ‘em and put ‘em in the water, and take ‘em out 
of the water. Of course the crews of boat would take care of cleaning 
them up, and then I was a first loader on a five-inch 25 anti-aircraft 
gun, and for general quarters. But on December the 7 I was in the 
carpenter shop on the third deck- 


CD: Don, I’m going to stop you here, I don’t want to get to December 
7 quite yet, I have a few more questions about your time in service 
and in Hawaii. (18:29) What was life like aboard that ship? 


18:36 

DL: Uh it’s...I would classify it as outstanding. Without a good crew, 
your compartments. We had the bunks, we did away with the 
hammock part of the thing. We had bunks, which was comfortable, 
and I was clean- compartment. The guys would all work together. We 
didn’t have a big morale problem with personnel. You really enjoyed 
being there, you enjoyed the food, and-and it was, it-it was a good 
ship. 


19:16 
CD: When did you hear you were going to get- move out to Hawaii? 


19:22 

DL: Well we left Bremerton Navy Yard and came the coast to uh Long 
Beach, and we were on our way from Long Beach a few days later 
going to San Francisco, when we got orders to pick up fuel and 
provisions in San Diego and report to uh Pearl Harbor. J-join the fleet 
at Pearl Harbor for fleet maneuvers. And this-we did this and after we 
got to Pearl Harbor we joined with the three, the Arizona, the 
Oklahoma and the Nevada was the division 3, and we would go out on 
maneuvers with the carriers and destroyers that do night maneuvers, 
and you’d want to remember back then we- radar was not very 
common. It was a couple of places where radar was set up. All your 
maneuvers was uh done by executing courses and all, and the 
lookouts for would be in the lookout towers. So these caused 


problems, darkened ship would be on maneuvers (20:49) and I don’t 
know whether you’ve heard this story or not, but at one part, one 
night we was on darkened ship maneuvers, and they executed an 
order to a 90 degree turn, I guess, and the Oklahoma missed that... 
turn, you know uh order to execute a 90 degree turn, and we ended 
up ramming the USS Arizona. Put a pretty good size hole in her. She 
had to go into the dry dock. And a little later on, we wasn’t damaged 
by that, but a little later on, gosh I think it was the Enterprise, I’m not 
sure about that one, but she came, she was coming in pretty close to 
us, and uh we caught uh they started changing their maneuvers. The 
aircraft carrier, she went to port, her left, and we went to starboard, 
and the ships was going like in this position (motions with hands). 
(22:11) And w-we could feel she was rubbing the side of the 
Oaklahoma, heh as she went by. And on the st-fan tail it was Jock staff 
of the flag, and the part of the ship caught her, caught the flag staff 
and bent it over, and that was the only damage we’ve shown on that 
operation, so they immediately cancelled night maneuvers, and we 
had to turn the lights back on. Everybody could see where they was 
at. That was some of our experience at Pearl Harbor to begin with 
(22:45) 


CREW INTERRUPTION 


22:55 
CD: What was life on Oahu like when you got there? 


23:05 

DL: Well it was nothing like it is today, of course, but it was just a 
small- Honolulu was the main town that we, uh had our liberties and 
stuff in. And it was just uh, I don’t know yov’d call it a sailors town or 
something, I guess, there wasn’t no big deal going on there. You could 
go to the beaches if you enjoyed the beaches. There were plenty of 
beaches there in Honolulu, Waikiki was the main one. And the Waikiki 
hotel was the only hotel that I can remember that was there. And uh 
the, we had a rest-in, I had a menu at home of the Black Cat Café, 
which most of us associated with. You could get a porterhouse steak 
for a dollar and a quarter. Biggest breakfast would be 25 cents or 
something like that, you know. It was stayed along with our pay, you 
know of course. We was only getting, a Seaman First was getting, uh 
which I was, was 54 dollars a month. Seaman second, he was getting 
36 dollars a month, and when you first went in you’d get 21 dollars a 
month, I think it was. And you’d go on up and uh, even the chief, he 
was just breaking over a hundred dollars a month. (24:39) But uh we 
didn’t have all that kind of money to spend. You, we could buy chips 
on the ships service uh... paper chips I had one like on pay day, and 
you could use these chips for stuff you need down in the ships store 


when you run out of money, cause you knew you were going to run 
out of money pretty quick, so... uh We’d get a package of cigarettes 
for five cents, and uh this kind of thing which... And you still had to 
take care of your sea bag if you wear something out and you have to 
replace it yourself. You didn’t - they didn’t furnished you one bag, and 
that’s when you went in. And then they’d hold bag inspections several 
times, every month or so. (25:36) You'd have to lay out all your 
clothes, and if there was anything missing you had to buy it out of 
your pocket. They didn’t issue you a... That was sort of an interesting, 
you know. You had to plan for that kind of thing. 


25:56 
CD: What was your- did you have any idea that the Japanese had it in 
for the United States? 


26:03 

DL: I, there was some stuff in the paper on it. The thing that I 
remember, like we’d be out on maneuvers, they’d send three 
battleships out at a time, and we’d go out 500 miles, and eventually 
we got a little further than that, and we would patrol, and you know 
just sig- around uh around Pearl Harbor. And it- three ships would 
come out to relieve us, three battleships were on the battleships now. 
They would come out and relieve us, because we would have cruisers 
and destroyers, maybe an aircraft carrier with us on this patrol. And 
uh they’d come out to relieve us and there’d be three go in to Pearl. 
And we had it set up that you could rotate these nine battleships, and 
three of ‘em would be at sea at one time, three of ‘em on the way 
back, and three of ‘em in port, and that’s the way it was set up. 
(27:11) We would have to uh in the sea faring navy if uh a Japanese 
freighter went by loaded up down with scrap iron from the United 
States, we’d have to dip colors for ‘em. And I remember that after the 
attack pretty much that they was going- hauling scrap back to Japan 
to build bombs and stuff to attacked us with, and we was dipping 
colors for them as they went by. And th-that’s a standard all ships at 
sea. 


27:54 

CREW INTERRUPTION - motorcycle 

CD: I was wondering if you could talk about the scrap metal, what you 
saw went by, and what you had to do, and the irony in that. 


28:12 

DJ: Well it...we didn’t-didn’t do anything about it. It was just, they’d 
be here in the States like San Diego, go down to ten-ten dock, I mean 
uh pier 10, and they’d load up with scrap iron. They’d load the 
Japanese...ship with scrap iron, and then she’d leave going to Japan. 


And if we’d was close to her anyway we’d render these respects at 
sea, and they’d both be go continue on their way without any incident. 
We didn’t stop ‘em, or check ‘em, or anything like that, it was just 
carry out that old tradition that the dipping colors to foreign flags. 
(29:03) We’d do that to any foreign flag, you know. But the main- 
main way over there, the Japanese was the main foreign flag going 
over there too much. 


29:16 
CD: Where was your battle station on the Oklahoma? 


29:19 

DJ: I was on the five-inch, 25 anti-aircraft gun on the boat deck. I was 
on number-five gun, which would be the starboard side. Everything in 
the Navy, uh odd numbers to the starboard, and even numbers to 
port. That’s routine, you know. So I was on number five gun, which 
would be on the starboard side of the ship of the boat deck, which is 
just the upper deck just below the bridge on the ship. And right at the 
bridge of the ship. 


30:02 
END OF TAPE 


